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ORIGIN OF THE 


FREE PUBLIC LIBRARY SYSTEM 


OF 


MASSACHUSETTS. 


In the “ Worcester Daily Spy,’ issued March 27th, 1860, is a 
report of the proceedings in the Board of Aldermen of that city 
the previous evening, from which the following is an extract : 

‘Alderman Tolman stated that the first law ever enacted for 
the establishment of free public libraries, was passed by our own 
legislature in 1851. The next year New Bedford established 
the first institution of the kind, and Newburyport, Boston, and 
other cities followed. New Bedford appropriated $35,000 for a 
building for her library. England has imitated our own govern- 
ment, by establishing nine or ten free public libraries, and the 
experience wherever they had been tried was greatly in favor ‘of 
them as beneficent institutions for the promotion of the intelli- 
gence and welfare of the masses of the people.” 

This statement made by Alderman Tolman led the writer to 
investigate the three questions: 

First,—What town or city in this Commonwealth first estab- 
lished a ‘‘ Free Public Library,” upon the basis of the free pub- 
lic libraries at present to be found in nearly every part of the 
State ? 

Second,—What person or persons originated the idea of such 
libraries ? 

Third,—W hat person or persons originated the ‘‘ Library Act,” 
approved by the Governor of the State, May 24th, 1851? 


The investigation of these questions has resulted in a collection 
of facts of which the following is a statement. 
This statement of facts, the writer makes, in the first place, 
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that honor may fall to whom honor is due; in the second place 
because the answers to these three enquiries are of great histori- 
cal importance ; and in the third place as a slight token of grati- 
tude to those individuals to whom he feels largely indebted for 


advantages enjoyed in his early education and in his collegiate. 


instruction. 





The first prominent fact to be noticed is, that the city of New 
Bedford, in this State, claims to have established the first public 
library owned and enjoyed by a city or town in its municipal 
capacity. This claim is made in the following language. 

On the tenth page of the “ First Annual Report of the Trus- 
tees of the New Bedford City Library,” is found the following 
statement: 


‘No such institution as that whose first report is now submit- 
ted to the government of our city, has ever thrown open its doors 
to the public in this or any other country. Ours is the first Free 
Public Library, and being such, a task has devolved upon the 
trustees, whose difficulty and magnitude have been but imper- 
fectly understood.” 


In the Second Report of the trustees of this library,—page 79, 
—is the following statement : 

“The establishment of a Free Public Library, by the munici- 
pal authorities of New Bedford, (the pioneer undertaking of the 
Commonwealth,) has conferred an honorable distinction upon our 
beloved city, a distinction which it is hoped and believed we shall 
continue to deserve, by giving it an enlightened and liberal sup- 
port.” 

The corner stone of the “ Library Edifice for the Public Library 
of the city of New Bedford,” was laid August 28th, 1856. The 
“Proceedings, &c,’’ upon that interesting occasion have been 
published in a pamphlet. The following extract is taken from 
the twelfth page of that pamphlet : 

‘‘ Appress By James B. Conepon, Esq.—Mr. Mayor, Gentlemen 
of the City Council, and Fellow Citizens: —The work assigned 
for this day is done. The Corner Stone is laid—the Corner Stone 
of our Library Edifice—of a building for the Free Public Library 
of New Bedford ; our Library the first whose doors were ever 
opened, established by the people and free to all the people.” 

Another quotation is made from the twenty-ninth page of this 
pamphlet : 


ill, 
— 








we 
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* As little did our friend and fellow citizen, William H. Allen, 
suppose, when he set on foot the village Circulating Library, and 
rejoiced in the means to purchase ‘ Mayor’s Voyages and Trav- 
els’ as the first fruits of the effort, that he was then planting a 
germ destined to expand into a great and flourishing institution ; 
an institution now the child of the city’s adoption, and which the 
city is proud to sustain and cherish as ‘ the very first Free Public 
Library known to the annals of the world.’ ”’ 


The following words are from the address of the Mayor, Hon. 
George Howland, Jr., upon the same occasion, to be found upon 
the seventh page of the ‘‘ Proceedings, &c.,” already alluded to: 

“On the 8th of 7th mo. (July) of the same year, (1851,) War- 
ren Ladd, a member of the Common Council from Ward One, 
introduced an order into that branch of the City Government 
‘for the raising of a Committee to consider the expediency of 
establishing in this city a Free Public Library; this order was 
adopted in the Common Council, but was non-concurred in by 
the Baard of Aldermen. This is believed to be the first order 
ever introduced into any representative body for the establish- 
ment of such an institution; and to this gentleman, must and 
does belong the honor of having taken the initiatory step towards 
the establishment of a library for the public by the people them- 
selves.” 

The questions when and how was the ‘“‘ New Bedford City 
Library ”’ established find a ready answer in the following extracts 
from the “ First Annual Report of the Trustees” of that library, 
signed March 28th, 1853: — ‘ 

“The City Library was instituted by an Ordinance of the City 
Council passed August 16, 1852, an appropriation of fifteen hun- 
dred dollars having been made on the 26th of the’ preceding 
month for that object.” 

‘The Library was opened for the use of the inhabitants, on 
Thursday, the 3rd day of March, at the rooms in Perkins’ Build- 
ing, so called, number 130 Union Street.” 

The “ Library Act’’—to which reference will be hereafter made 
—‘‘giving authority to Towns and Cities, to establish Free 
Libraries for the use of the inhabitants,” was approved by the 
Executive of the State, May 24th, 1861. 

The “Ordinance of the City Council” of New Bedford, tak- 
ing advantage of this Act of the Legislature was passed Aug. 
16, 1852. 

From these facts, it appears that the City of New Bedford was 
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the first municipal corporation availing itself of the nghts, privi- 
leges and powers granted by the “ Library Act,” of May, 1851. 


From the facts now to be given, it will appear that the Town 
of Wayland, in this State, had in its municipal capacity a Free 
Public Library in active operation on the seventh of August, 1850. 


It will also appear that to the Rev. Francis Wayland, D. D., of - 


Providence, R. I., is due the honor of originating the movement 
resulting in the ‘‘ Library Act”’ of May, 1851, in this State; that 
the Rev. John B. Wight, of Wayland, did more than any other 
man to bring that idea to its present practical form, and that out 
of circumstances attending the effort to establish successfully a 
“Free Public Library” in Wayland, sprung the endeavor to 
effect the passage of the above-named Act ; an endeavor crowned 
with success. 

For these facts the writer is indebted, among others, to the 
kindness of the Hon. Edward Mellen, of Worcester, and to the 
Rev. John B. Wight, of Wayland. 

On Commencement day at Brown University, in the year 1847, 
President Wayland, in an informal manner, expressed a wish of 
doing something according to his humble means, to help the 
inhabitants of the town of Wayland to a town library. He said 
that he wished not only that the inhabitants of the town might 
enjoy the advantages to be derived from such a library, but also 
that the towns in the vicinity of Wayland, might be induced by 
this example to establish for themselves similar libraries. He 
proposed to make a donation to the town of five hundred dollars 
for this purpose. Upon the suggestion of Mr. Mellen, the dona- 
tion was tendered upon the condition that five hundred dollars 
should be obtained in the town by subscription or otherwise,— 
the whole amount of one thousand dollars to be devoted to the 
purchase of books for a town library. Judge Mellen made known 
this proposition to the inhabitants of Wayland, without disclos- 
ing the source from which it proceeded. 

Five hundred and thirty-four dollars were quickly raised by 
subscription, and President Wayland immediately placed his 
donation in the hands of Mr. Mellen. 


<= 
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Of a meeting of the town of Wayland, held the 8th of Nov- 
vember, 1847, the record reads as follows: 


“ At the suggestion of Edward Mellen, Esq., a committee was 
chosen to confer with him on the subject of a room for a library 
consisting of the following persons:—James S. Draper, Hervey 
Reeves, Henry Coggin, Samuel M. Thomas, William Heard, 2d, 
and John N. Sherman.” 


At the time of this meeting it was very generally understood 
in the town, that a donation of five hundred dollars had been 
offered, but the name of Dr. Wayland had not been connected 
with it. 

The following articles are found in the Warrant for a town 
meeting ‘to be held in Wayland, on the sixth day of March, 
1848,” and the corresponding record by the Town Clerk, in his 
“ Records,’ of the action upon the articles in this Warrant. 


“ArticLE 11. To hear from any individual any communica- 
tion, proposition or statement respecting a Town Library, and do 
or act in any way relating thereto, or to any subject connected 
therewith.” 


‘This article being under consideration, Mr. Mellen stated that 
a ‘friend to Wayland’ had offered to give the town the sum of 
five hundred dollars for the purchase of a library for the use of 
the town, provided five hundred dollars could be raised by sub- 
scription or otherwise, and that the sum of five hundred dollars 
and upwards had been raised by subscription. Also, that the 
above-named donation had been placed in his hands to be dis- 
posed of by the town for the purpose specified. It was then 
voted that Judge Mellen be requested to disclose the name of the 
donor, who thereupon stated that the donation was made by the 
Rev. Francis Wayland, D. D., of Providence, R. I. -It was then 
voted unanimously, (by rising with uncovered heads,) that the 
thanks of the town be presented to the Rev. Dr. Wayland, for 
his generous donation, and that this be communicated to him by 
Judge Mellen.” 

“ ArticLE 12. Toseeif the Town will accept the five hun- 
dred dollars offered by a friend of Wayland for the purpose of 
purchasing a Library for the use of the whole Town, together 
with a sum exceeding that above-named, raised by subscription for 
the same purpose, and to determine the mode of expending the 
whole amount or any part thereof. 

“Voted to accept the sums of money specified in this article. 

“Articte. 13. ‘To see if the Town will provide a suitable 
room or building, in which said Library may be kept, or do or act 
in any way relative thereto. 
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“ Voted, to refer the subject matter of this article to a com- 
mittee consisting of the following gentleman, viz :—Edward 
Mellen, James 8. Draper, Walter Reeves, Henry Coggin, Sam- 
uel M. Thomas, Abel Gleason, John N. Sherman, John B. Wight, 
John W. Allen, Edmund H. Sears. They to report at April 
meeting. 

‘‘Voted, that the committee last named, take the whole sub- 
ject relating to the Library under consideration and report at 
April meeting a code of By-Laws or Regulations, the expense 
of rooms, &c. Voted, that Mr. Mellen retain the money in his 
hands till April,” 

From the above extracts taken from the ‘Town Records” of 
Wayland, it appears that on the 6th of March, 1848, the town 
held one thousand dollars with which to purchase books for a Free 


Public Library. 


At this time a serious difficulty presented itself, greatly retard- 
ing the consummation of the Library plan. This difficulty was 
presented in the following question :—Can a Town in its munici- 
pal capacity grant money for a Town Library,—for a Library 
building, and for Library books? The one thousand dollars, given 
by Dr. Wayland and by the subscribers of the five hundred dol- 
~ lars, could be held.as any other gift or bequest; this seemed clear, 
but serious doubts were entertained about the right of a town to 
tax its inhabitants for a Public Library, or for anything pertain- 
ing toa Library. Judge Mellen was fully of opinion that no such 
right existed. The late Hon. Samuel Hoar, of Concord, was 
of the same opinion. 

On the 3d of April, 1848, the committee chosen at the March 
meeting to consider the subject of a Library building, feeling 
greatly the difficulty already stated, recommended that a sep- 
arate building be erected for a ‘‘ Library Building,” and that a 
sufficient sum of money be granted, as a separate ttem to defray 
the expenses of the building. Doubting the right of the Town 
to compel tax payers to pay money for this object, they recom- 
mend ‘that it be optional with the individual tax payers, either 
to pay or not to pay their respective assessments for said item.” 

Rules and Regulations for the Library, were adopted May 8, 
1848, 


Of the meeting of the Town held at this date, the following is 
the record, under Article 7th, of the Warrant. 
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‘‘ Chose a committee of seven, to purchase books for the Libra- 
ry, as follows :—Edward Mellen, John B. Wight, E. H. Sears, 
John W. Allen, John N. Sherman, James M. Bent, Wm. C. 
Grout.” 


“Voted that the above-named persons constitute the ‘‘ Library 
Committee.” 


“Voted, to choose a committee of three to superintend the 
erection of a building, provided a sufficient sum be obtained for 
that purpose, and chose Richard Heard, James 8. Draper, and 
Thomas J. Damon, committee.” 

A sum of money was soon guarantied sufficient to warrant the 
last-named committee to commence the duty assigned them.— 
Negotiations were made for a suitable building for a ‘‘ Library 
room.” When this building was completed, the building com- 
mittee were convinced of its unsuitableness for a Library, and 
refused to except it for that purpose. Subsequently a committee 
was chosen March 4th, 1850, to prepare a room for the books, 
in a proper and convenient place, and were authorized to borrow 
money on the credit of the Town, to defray the expense of such 
aroom. This committee prepared a room in the ‘‘ Town House” 
for the Library, in which the books have been always kept. 


This room was ready for occupation in June, 1850. At this 
date the Library committee commenced to purchase books. The 
first bill of purchase is dated 28th June, 1850. 

A Librarian was chosen and his salary voted to be paid from . 
the Town Treasury. 

The first books were delivered from the Library, August 7th, 
1850. ‘The first Catalogue of the books of the ‘“‘ Wayland Town 
Library,’ was printed 12th September, 1850, as appears from 
the priuter’s bill for the work. 

Here, then, was a ‘‘ Free Public Library”’ in operation Aug. 7, 
1850, held and enjoyed by the Town of Wayland in its munici- 
pal capacity. This is evident from Article 5th, of the ‘* Library 
Regulations.” 


“ Any resident in Town over the age of fourteen, may have 
access to the Library, and may take therefrom one volume at 
a time, provided no family has more than three volumes ata 
time.” 


This Library has been in most. successful operation from its 
commencement. Yearly appropriations are made for its main- 
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tenance and continuance. It is open for the delivery of books 
on Saturday afternoon and evening and contains at present a few 
books less than three thousand volumes. 

The original idea of Dr. Wayland was, to a good degree, 
brought to this successful practical form in this library by the 
judgment and energy of Mr. Mellen. This gentlemen has 
always taken a lively interest in the cause of education in the 
town of his adoption. This interest, together with his solicitude 
for the welfare and prosperity of this Library, entitle him to the 
deep and lasting gratitude of his fellow townsmen. 


Rev. John B. Wight was a member of the Massachusetts 
Legislature, from Wayland, during the session of 1851. At his 
suggestion, and by his agency, the Act, ‘‘To authorize cities and 
towns to establish and maintain public libraries,’’ was passed, of 
which the following is a copy : 


“Section 1. Any city or town of this Commonwealth is here- 
by authorized to establish and maintain a public hbrary within 
the same, with or without branches, for the use of the inhabi- 
tants thereof, and to provide suitable rooms therefor, under such 
regulations for the government of said library as may from time 
to time be prescribed by the City Council of such city, or the 
inhabitants of such town. 

“Sec. 2. Any city or town may appropriate for the foundation 
and commencement of such library, as aforesaid, a sum not 
exceeding one dollar for each of its ratable polls, in the year 
next preceding that in which such appropriation shall be made ; 
and may also appropriate annually, for the maintenance and 
increase of such library, a sum not exceeding twenty-five cents 
for each of its ratable polls, in the year next preceding. that in 
which such appropriation shall be made. 

“Sec. 3. Any city or town may receive in its corporate capa- 
city and hold and manage, any devise, bequest, or donation, for 
the establishment, idcrease: or maintenance of a public library 
within the same. 

‘“‘{ Approved by the Governor, May 24, 1851.]” 

.This Act has been amended to read as follows : 

“An Act toamend an act to authorize cities and towns to 
establish and maintain Public Libraries. 

“Sec. 1, The three hundred and fifth chapter of the Acts of 
the year eighteen hundred and fifty-one, is so far amended as to 
allow any city or town to appropriate annually for the mainten- 
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ance and increase of a Public Library within the same, a sum 
not exceeding fifty cents for each of its ratable polls, in the year 
next preceding that in which such appropriation shall be made. 


“Sec. 2. This Act shall take effect from and after its passage. 

«February 14, 1859. ]’’ 

The general Library Law of the State now reads as follows: 

“Chapter 33 of the General Statutes, Section 8.—Each town 
and city may establish and maintain a Public Library therein, 
with or without branches, for the use of the inhabitants thereof, 
and provide suitable rooms therefor, under such regulations as 
may from time to time be prescribed by the inhabitants of the 
town or by the City Council. 

“Sec. 9. Any town or city may appropriate money for suitable 
buildings or rooms, and for the foundation of such Library, a sum 
* not exceeding one dollar for each of its ratable® polls, in the year 
next preceding that in which such appropriation is made ; may 
also appropriate annually, for the maintenance and increase 
therefor, a sum not exceeding fifty cents for each of its ratable 
polls, in the year next preceding that in which such appropria- 
tion is made, and receive, hold and manage any devise, bequest, 
or donation, for the establishment, increase, or maintenance of a 
Public Library within the same.” 


It will be seen at once that the Act of 1851 relieved the difficul- 
ties which the town of Wayland had experienced in preparing a 
place for her Library, and in keeping it in operation ; and which 
would have presented themselves in making desirable additions 
to it after the one thousand dollars given for that purpose should 
be expended; for by its provisions, to every town and city, is 
granted the right to tax the inhabitants thereof for a library and 
for a place to keep it. 


‘“‘The object aimed at in procuring the passage of this Act,” 
says Mr. Wight, ‘‘was not merely to prevent the necessity of 
special legislation, whenever any city or town might wish to 
have such a library, but to bring the formation of Free Public 
Libraries before the public mind, that it might recommend itself 
to universal adoption as an important supplement to the common 
schools, academies, and colleges, in the subsequent and life-long 
education of the whole people.” 


While the Legislature was in session in 1850, the suggestion 
was made to one of its members by one of the inhabitants of 
Wayland, to have such an act as this passed by that body, but 
no action was attempted. In 1851, Mr. Wight, as a member of 
the Legislature, applied to the chairman of the Judiciary com- 
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mittee,—the Hon. Caleb Cushing,—to prepare a law in accord- 
ance with the original design which has just been stated. Mr. 
Cushing expressed great pleasure that one movement was desired 
in the Legislature which had not for its object, a selfish end or 
personal aggrandizement. He advised Mr. Wight to prepare a 
bill himself, convinced that he would be allowed to report the 
same, without reference to any committee. Mr. Wight accord- 
ingly prepared the bill, and was allowed by the House, the honor 
of reporting it, without reference to a committee. 

We cannot refrain from making a long extract from the 
remarks of that gentleman, on the passage of the bill to a third 
reading in the House, published “at the request of members of 
the joint standing committee on education,” in the Common 
School Journal, September 1, 1851. This extract is given with 
the greater pleasure, because the results already seen of this 
“Library Act,” prove the far-sightedness of the author. 


“1, Such libraries are a needful and valuable supplement to 
the means of early education. The amount of knowledge ac- 
quired by the best scholars in the common schools is small, and, 
in some branches, necessarily imperfect. Much more knowledge 
is requisite in many of the pursuits and situations of future life, 
and the same is true with respect to the higher seminaries of 
learning. Besides, much of that which is learned in childhood 
and youth, is chiefly valuable from the preparation it gives for the 
understanding of important subjects, and the prosecution of inter- 
esting studies in subsequent years; and which, if not thus 
brought into use, is soon forgotten. With good Public Libraries, 
every one will have it in his power to supply the deficiencies of 
his early acquisitions, and every one will be able to make what- 
ever knowledge he has acquired, available in facilitating his 
further progress. 

“2, Such Libraries will supply the whole people with ample 
sources of important practical information. Where there are 
social libraries these are but partially supplied to a select number. 
In many towns they are not within the reach of any but the 
most wealthy inhabitants. Public Libraries, designed for the 
benefit of all, will be made to meet the wants of all in this 
respect. Where they are provided, every farmer will have access 
to the best books on agriculture, every mechanic to the best 
books on the arts, every merchant and mariner to the best 
descriptions of the various parts of the earth, and the best expo- 
sition of the laws of trade and the sources of wealth. Would 
not this be a great advantage? Is it not important to practical 
men? would it not much promote their success, to become 
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acquainted with what is already known on the subjects which 
occupy their attention? And is it not deserving of remark, 
that even in the most simple and uniform operations of labor, it 
has been found that other things being equal, more is accom- 
plished, and the work better done, by intelligent and well- 
informed persons, than by those who are ignorant and in a low 
mental condition. 


é 

“*3. Public Libraries in our cities and towns will conduce much, 
not only to the industrial prosperity, but also to the intellectual 
and moral advancement of their inhabitants. Well selected, 
and may we not trust to the good sense of the people that suita- 
ble persons will be employed in their selection, they will contain 
many instructive and excellent books at their commencement, 
and this number will be greatly increased, even in the smaller 
towns, by the continual additions of subsequent years, before 
one generation shall have passed away. Is it not apparent from 
the nature of the case, that the members of any community 
must be in much more favorable circumstances for their intellec- 
tual development and moral improvement with such libraries 
than without them? Will not the young find in them the means 
of a higher, and more extensive education? Will not the mature 
find in them much to enlarge their minds and guide and 
strengthen them in every good intention, word and work? Will 
not the aged find in them much pleasant and improving occupa- 
tion in their years of greater leisure and increasing retirement ~ 
from the world? What do books, which are books, contain ?— 
books which are well adapted to promote the legitimate and 
beneficial purposes of books? They contain the best researches 
and discoveries; the best conceptions, thoughts, sentiments, and 
imaginations ; the best aspirations and hopes; the best counsels 
and examples of the most enlightened, and gifted, and excellent 
men of all nations and ages. And can these treasures of know!l- 
edge, and wisdom, and goodness, from which the great mass of 
the people, every where, are now almost wholly precluded, be 
made accessible to every mind ; can they be received into many 
minds, expanding them with larger views, inspiring them with 
better feelings, elevating them with higher aims, furnishing them 
with needful admonitions, excellent precepts and salutary exam- 
ples, without a great advancement in mental cultivation, and a 
great improvement of moral character? How much ignorance 
would thus be removed, how much vice reformed, how much 
slumbering talent awakened, how much awakened talent aided 
and made efficient, how much done to make in a high degree 
intelligent, well informed, useful and respectable citizens, and to 
correct, improve and elevate the general character of the whole 
community, in five, in ten, in twenty, in fifty, in a hundred 
years, for such libraries needed as they are, and requisite to the 
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suitable information and cultivation of the whole people as they 
always will be, are not only to be established in all our cities and 
towns, but are also infallibly destined to be maintained and aug- 
mented, and thus to become perpetual and increasing sources 
of benefit and blessing thronghout all future ages. 

“4, Such Libraries will be attended with various incidental 
advantages of no small importance and interest. They will 
furnish suitable and accessible depositories for the preservation of 
important public documents, and the collection of rare and curi- 
ous books. They will encourage those who are pre-eminently 
capable of teaching and improving others, to produce new works 
of great utility and interest, by ensuring their universal distribu- 
tion and their general perusal. They will be favorable to all the 
moral reforms of the day, by leading to more domestic habits of 
life, by diminishing the circulation of low and immoral publica- 
tions, and by producing higher and more’ worthy views of the 
capabilities of human nature, and the valuable and excellent 
purposes to which even the present life may be made subser- 
vient ; and what is especially deserving of consideration, they 
will.much increase the ability and efliciency of all the other 
means of instruction and improvement. What can be more evi- 
dent than that the qualifications of public teachers must be very 
considerably increased by their having access to such large and 
valuable sources of all kinds of information; and it is equally 
apparent, that the benefits derived from instruction will always 
be in proportion to the preparation of its recipients, and that the 
same learned lecture, the same excellent sermon, the same able 
periodical, the same well-conducted newspaper, will communi- 
cate much more information, and be much more promotive of 
improvement, when those whom it addresses are already, in a 
considerable degree, enlightened and intelligent, than if they 
were ignorant and unaccustomed to attention and reflection. 


‘‘T will ask the indulgence of the House but a few moments 
longer, while I observe, 


“, That such Libraries as are contemplated in this bill, are 
found to be highly interesting and useful in their practical opera- 
tion. I wish I could bring to the view of all who hear me, the 
Public Library which has recently been formed in the town I 
have the honor to represent, Wayland, in Middlesex County; a 
smal] town containing about eleven hundred inhabitants. More 
than two years ago, a gentlemen, high in educational office, and 
distinguished by the zeal and ability he has manifested in his 
recent efforts to extend more widely the benefits of a collegiate 
education, President Wayland, of, Brown University, in Rhode 
Island, offered a donation of five hundred dollars to the town, 
on condition that five hundred dollars should be raised by the 
inhabitants in addition to it, asa foundation for a ‘Town Library. 
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The requisite sum of five hundred dollars, was soon raised 
by subscription, and, although it was justly thought that the 
town had no legal authority to raise money: for library purposes, 
after some delay, occasioned by difference of opinion respecting 
the room to be provided for the reception of the books, it was 
resolved to proceed by general consent, and measures were taken 
to form the Library and put it into operation.” 


The bill was passed to a third reading unanimously. 

The efforts of this gentlemen to awaken an interest in the 
public mind upon the subject of Public Libraries, did not cease 
with the passage of this Act. In January, 1853, he prepared a 
circular, setting forth some of the advantages and benefits of 
such libraries to the inhabitants of the Commonwealth. The 
object of this circular is the best given in an extract from the 
circular itself. 


“There can be no doubt, that, from the influence of example 
and emulation, and in the natural progress of a favorable public 
opinion, libraries of this kind will occasionally, and in more 
numerous instances, arise in other cities and towns. But hav- 
ing, from my humble efforts in relation to it, been led to think 
much on the subject, it has seemed to me “its importance is so 
great, that some special exertions may well be made to promote 
and acelerate their universal dissemination, by bringing just 
views of the advantages which may be reasonably expected 
from them more distinctly and prominently before the minds of 
the whole people. 


The object contemplated is a great extension, both of the 
sphere and the means of popular education. Suitable means of 
a good early education are provided by law for all the children of 
the people in the common schools, which lie at the foundation of 
the superior intelligence and information of the great mass of our 
citizens, and have been so much elevated in their character, and 
increased in their efficiency, by the attention and efforts of some 
of our wisest and ablest men. It is now proposed, in the efforts 
which are making to promote the establishment and mainte- 
nance of public libraries in all the cities and towns, that our citi- 
zens in every part of the Commonwealth should be induced, not’ 
by legal requirement, but in the exercise of their own intelli- 
gence and choice, to provide for themselves, and transmit to pos- 
terity, ample and increasing means of information, instruction, 
and improvement for the whole pcople, through all the subsequent 
and much more capable periods of life.” 


Four thousand copies of this circular were printed, a part 
distributed through the State, and a part sent to officers of colle- 
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ges and institutions of learning in various parts of the country. 
The full result of this effort to increase the means of educating 
the ‘“‘ whole people,” can probably never be known. The seed 
was good seed ; it fell upon good ground, and will bear perennial 
fruit, to bless this age and succeeding ages. 


After the Wayland Library was in successful operation, the 
suggestion was made to have a “ Library Celebration,” in which 
the whole town could participate, the expense to be borne by 
the town. This suggestion at once received the approbation of 
the inhabitants. The wish was universal to invite Dr. Wayland 
to be present upon the occasion, as the guest of the town. 

All the necessary preparations for such a celebration, were 
made with great cheerfulness and promptness. 

‘The “Library Celebration,” took place August, 26, 1851, and 
will long be remembered by those who witnessed it. The writer 
hopes that an effort will be made at an early day to publish an 
account of that interesting occasion. A most interesting occa- 
sion it was from several reasons. First, from the cause that 
originated it. This cause was most justly stated in the following 
words, by Dr. Wayland to Judge Mellen, the president of the 
day, while witnessing the people old and young, crowding the 
church in which the celebration was held, in every available 
place. ‘This gives mea higher idea of New England character 
than any thing I have before witnessed. Your inhabitants have 
assembled without distinction of age or sex, to celebrate, with 
joyful festivities, not any great victory, not any great political 
event, but the founding of a library.’ 

Another reason why this celebration was a most interesting 
occasion, was the unanimity and heartiness with which it was 
entered into by the inhabitants of the place. 


The exercises at the church consisted of an address by Judge 
Mellen to Dr. Wayland, in which he thanked him in behalf of 
the people for his generous donation, and extended to him a cor- 
dial welcome. This address was followed by one from President 
Wayland, which is hoped may one day be published. 
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In his introductory remarks this gentleman stated the whole 
idea from which sprung his wish to have Free Public Libraries 
established. He said ‘Our fathers founded schools where we 
are taught to read ; when we know how to read we want some- 
thing to read,—we want books.” And from this simple idea in 
his great mind originated the movement which has resulted in 
giving to our State the “ Free Public Libraries’ so successfully 
established in various parts of it. 

‘ Such are the facts to which the writer has been led by an inves- 
tigation of the three questions : 

First.—What town or city in this Commonwealth first estab- 
lished a ‘Free Public Library,” upon the principle of the free 
libraries at present to be found in nearly every part of the State, 
and increasing in numbers from year to year? 

Answer.—The town of Wayland. 

Second.—What person or persons originated the idea of such 
Libraries ? 

Answer.—Rev. Francis Wayland, D. D., of Providence, R. I. 

Third.—W hat person or persons originated the ‘“‘ Library Act,” 
approved by the Governor of the State, May 24th, 1651? 

Answer.—Rev. John B. Wight, of Wayland. : 

All the facts given above have.been obtained from copies of 
the public documents of the city of New Bedford, from the town 
records and town papers of Wayland, and from gentlemen inti- 
mately connected with the early history of the ‘Library move- 
ment” in this State* The writer in giving them to the public 
has endeavored to state them with entire accuracy, and believes 
that they will carry the same conviction to the minds of others 
that they awaken in his own. 

JareD M. Hearp. 

Clinton, Mass., August, 1869. 
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